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Closing Remarks

Good morning and again thank you all again for coming here today.
You have heard this morning about the treatment of women and girls in so-called “Magdalen Laundries”, and about how their human rights were not fully respected. You have heard about the involvement of the State in placing women and girls in the “Magdalen Laundries”, and about the difficulty experienced by the children of women sent to these Laundries in seeking to tracing their origins. 
Commissioner Braiden reflected on the collective responsibility of society in the treatment of these women and girls. We should not forget that the history of the “Magdalen Laundries” is part of a bigger tragic history of abuse suffered by the vulnerable in our society - particularly children abused in State Institutions. 
The Chief Executive presented the context to the Commission’s statutory enquiry function and how the Commission approached its assessment of the enquiry request from Justice for Magdalenes.
Ms Lucey discussed the facts presented to the Commission, our assessment of the issues raised and our conclusions.

The presentations this morning point sadly to what can happen when the State fails to put in place effective accountability structures to ensure compliance with human rights standards. But I am convinced that the ever increasing awareness of those standards - an awareness that this Commission constantly seeks to promote - can address this gap in accountability between the individual and the State. 
Despite what we know of the dreadful abuse and horrific conditions which Irish people suffered in State Institutions, and the role which independent oversight mechanisms have in preventing such issues, there is still a lack of sufficient oversight and accountability today for some of the most vulnerable in our society. As recently as 2009, the government announced that it would not put in place a statutory inspection regime for residential care for persons with intellectual disabilities. This was due to a “lack of resources”. I mention this now because I believe that the experience of the women and girls who resided in the “Magdalen Laundries” still has currency today. The “Magdalen Laundry” story is not just a historical aberration that we can forget about. There are other areas where we need more rigorous accountability. The State has yet to ratify the Optional Protocol to the UN Torture Convention or the UN Disability Convention, both of which require national monitoring and prevention mechanisms for places of detention and in relation to people with a disability in order to prevent abuse, and to ensure accountability. The State should ratify these conventions and put these mechanisms in place as a matter of priority. 
Clearly, the motivation of those who placed women in laundries varied. However, the lesson from the laundries is this: when the State allows any group or organisation to care for the vulnerable in our society - such as was the case with the “Magdalen Laundries” - without proper oversight mechanisms, it is almost inevitable that human rights will be breached. This does not necessarily happen deliberately. It can arise from simple lack of awareness of the standards that should apply. It is the job of the State to ensure this does not happen. It is our job to speak out when it does.

The experience of women and girls in the “Magdalen Laundries” still has resonance for us all today. 
Today we, as Ireland’s national human rights institution, are submitting formal recommendations to Government in pursuance of our statutory remit. We are calling for a statutory mechanism to inquire into what happened to these women and girls, and for the State to take appropriate action on its findings. In this way the Commission believes that the dignity and worth of these women can be acknowledged and belatedly respected by the State.
The Commission’s formal recommendation is thus:

That in light of its assessment of the human rights arising in this Enquiry request and in the absence of the Residential Institutions Redress Scheme including within its terms of reference the treatment of persons in laundries including “Magdalen Laundries”, other than those children transferred there from other institutions; that a statutory mechanism be established to investigate the matters advanced by the Justice For Magdalenes group and in appropriate cases to grant redress where warranted. 

Such a mechanism should first examine the extent of the State’s involvement in and responsibility for:

a) The girls and women entering the laundries

b) The conditions in the laundries

c) The manner in which girls and women left the laundries and 

d) End-of life issues for those who remained. 

In the event of State involvement and/ or responsibility being established, that the statutory mechanism then advance to conducting a larger-scale review of what occurred, the reasons for the occurrence, the human rights implications and the redress which should be considered, in full consultation with ex-residents and supporters’ groups. 

Finally, I would like to commend Justice for Magdalenes for the professional, determined and fair-minded way in which it has pursued its enquiry request with the Commission. It is not easy to stand outside the mainstream and to continue to press for the truth, but we know this is the way in which human rights defenders undertake their work in every country around the world. Justice for Magdalenes stands as a courageous voice for the women and girls placed in “Magdalen” and other laundries and we in the Commission stand with them in that call. 
Thank you.
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